the legacy of previous HARC conferences as the largest health literacy research conference, showcasing innovative health literacy research conducted in both the United States and internationally. Through more than 150 oral and poster presentations by investigators from diverse fields and perspectives, HARC fulfilled its primary objectives of (a) professional development, (b) advancing the science of health literacy, and (c) promoting
Introduction interdisciplinary health literacy research. We look forward to continuing our dialogue during HARC V, which will be held on October 28-29, 2013 in Washington, D.C. at the National Academy of Sciences in collaboration with the Institute of Medicine Roundtable on Health Literacy.
The field of health literacy research continues to grow and attain increasing national and international recognition. This year's special issue reflects this growth and the expanding scope of health literacy research. It includes more than 20 articles and commentaries from across the United States and Europe from a variety of disciplines. Some articles delve into new and particularly timely policy issues, such as the Foreword by Migliore, which describes the role of health literacy in the implementation of the Affordable Care Act, and the article by Coughlan, Turner, and Trujillo on the framing of health literacy within the context of Irish health care reform. Other articles continue current lines of research, expanding our understanding of the relationship between health literacy and health outcomes, offering potential strategies for overcoming literacy barriers and exploring the conceptualization and measurement of health literacy.
As in previous issues, the relationship between health literacy and medication understanding and use continues to receive a great deal of attention. Bailey, Oramasionwu, and Wolf offer a conceptual framework for understanding medication self-management from a health literacy perspective. An original research article by Lenahan et al. describes the association between patients' ability to identify their drug regimen, medication adherence, and health outcomes, while Gardiner and colleagues explore complementary and alternative medicine use among patients with limited health literacy. Two articles offer potential strategies for overcoming literacy challenges and promoting safe and appropriate medication use. McCarthy et al. evaluated a patient-centered label for PRN medications, while Mohan and colleagues describe the development of a bilingual, patient-informed drug label.
Many articles in this special issue focus on health professionals, their understanding of patients' literacy skills, and the identification and use of effective communication strategies. Dickens et al. examine nurses' awareness and estimation of their patients' literacy skills, and Cafiero explores nurse practitioners' knowledge, experience, and intention to use health literacy communication strategies within clinical practice. The study by Kim et al. explores the use of visual versus auditory methods of explaining conditions and treatments to patients with limited literacy skills, and the article by Rodriguez et al. assesses the effect of patients' health literacy, numeracy, and graphical literacy on shared decision-making and physician trust. Finally, Coleman and colleagues systematically reviewed recommended health literacy practices and identified associated educational competencies for health care professionals and trainees. Their findings can inform clinician education and address many of the provider deficiencies reported in the studies by Dickens et al. and Cafiero. As in previous years, a few articles in this issue seek to disentangle health literacy from other, related variables as well as to explore the mechanisms by which health literacy affects health outcomes. Specifically, van der Heide and colleagues analyze whether health literacy mediates the relationship between education and physical and mental health status among a large cohort of adults in the Netherlands. Sentell et al. examine the respective and combined role of health literacy and English proficiency on colon cancer screening among Asian and White adults in California. These studies advance our understanding of the pathways through which health literacy impacts patients' health and the interrelatedness of health literacy and key socio-demographic characteristics.
As in the article by Sentell et al., Morris and colleagues also explore the association between health literacy and cancer screening; this study used a novel health literacy measure among a large, multisite sample of insured adults to examine cancer attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Other studies similarly examine the effect of health literacy on various outcomes. The study by Willens et al. explores the relationship between health literacy and blood pressure control in 10,644 patients over 23,483 clinical encounters. Previous studies among smaller samples have reported inconsistent findings, making this study a valuable addition to the existing literature. The study by Sequeira and colleagues explores the relationship between health literacy and decline in executive function among community-dwelling older adults, while Gossett et al. examine the association between women's literacy skills and their knowledge of the consequences of delayed childbearing. These studies extend to areas of research that have received less attention from health literacy investigators, namely cognitive decline and women's health.
Finally, this special issue continues to address issues surrounding the conceptualization and measurement of health literacy. McCormack and colleagues provide a commentary on health literacy measurement and offer recommendations for a future research agenda. Lincoln et al. discuss the limitations of current literacy measures for patients with posttraumatic stress disorder and calls for revisions that increase the appropriateness of these tools for individuals seeking mental health services. Mackert and colleagues utilize innovative, eye-tracking technology to advance our understanding of how patients process health-related information. Finally, two articles focus on the assessment of literacy skills among specific populations. The study by Press et al. considers the measurement of literacy skills among patients with poor vision while Leung and colleagues describe the development and validation of a health literacy assessment for Chinese adults with chronic conditions.
Overall, this year's special issue covers a variety of topics across a number of disciplines, including medicine, communication science, pharmacy, and nursing. Taken together, the articles in this special issue represent progress that has been made-but also significant gaps that remain in the field of health literacy. It is clear that ongoing challenges in core definitional issues persist. These problems are reflected in the variability for how authors conceptualize and write about health literacy and in the tools that they use. The problem can also be felt at another level: most of the articles are cross-sectional in nature, describing associations instead of focusing on interventions to improve health outcomes among patients with limited literacy. As our audacious goal is no less than improving the human condition, the field of health literacy will need to evolve.
